
NORTH WEST SUTHERLAND DEER MANAGEMENT GROUP
Annual General Meeting
2pm
Lairg Community Hall
Thursday 14th May 2026 at 2pm 



1. Chairman’s Welcome
The Chair welcomed all those present to the spring AGM of North West Sutherland DMG.
Present: Tom Chetwynd (Chair), Sara Harkins (Vice Chair, Kinlochbervie Estate), Victor Clements (Secretary/ Facilitator), Annette Parrott (West Shinness), Pieter Bakker (Altnaharra), Rachel Sutherland & David Bell (Tongue Estate), Mark Jamieson & Billy Lobban (Nature Scot), Donnie Gray (Shinness), Roddy Watt (Merkland), Lana Richardson & Donald Reid (Wildland Ltd), Richard Wright (Achnabourin), Craig Rigby (Syre/ North Loch Naver), John Forteith (SQWV/ Scottish Venison).

2. Apologies
Clovis Fletcher (Shinness), Charles Worsley (Fiag), Andrew Spence (East Overscaig), David Elliot (Rhigolter), Iain Robertson (MoD), Rosie Keenan (Strathnaver Crofters), Harsh Joshi (Gualin), David Allison (Reay Forest), Megan Robertson (FLS), David Shaw & Jamie Sutherland (Keodale), James Hole (Syre/ North Lochnaver)

3. Minutes of the meeting held in November 2025
The minutes were taken as read, proposed by PB and seconded by DB.

4. Matters Arising
There were no matters arising from minutes not covered elsewhere in agenda.

5. NWS DMG Accounts & Budget
There was currently £3099.89 in bank account, with all expenses paid. There was one subscription from 2025 still outstanding of £232.80, and four other payments from 2021-2024 yet to recover totalling £1210.58. TC was in contact about those to try and resolve this.
£10,740 had been invoiced in 2025, of which £5869 was passed directly to ADMG, and £4870 used to cover DMG expenses and build a modest buffer in the bank account. Members covered this cost as a % of property size within the DMG.
It was agreed that the DMG budget should be rounded up to £5000 for 2026.

There was some discussion about DMG support, with NWSDMG paying for both a facilitator/ secretary, and a treasurer. There was potential to combine these roles. KM was an experienced administrator, having spent many years supporting deer groups in the area, but her other commitments left it difficult for her to attend meetings, and VC had taken on the minutes by default in recent years.
It was agreed to try and combine the roles, with VC to take on an overall Secretary/ Treasurer/ Facilitator role, with his fee increased to £3500 annually. The bank account would need to be transferred, with SH and DA having access to provide for oversight.

TC would contact KM and let her know of new arrangement, and thank her for her time supporting members.

The DMG would have projected costs of £3770 for administration and c £6000 for ADMG subscription in 2026-27.

6. Election of Office Bearers
It was agreed that Tom Chetwynd should remain as independent Chair of the DMG, with Sara Harkins and David Allison acting as vice chairs.
Victor Clements was re- engaged as secretary/ facilitator/ treasurer.

7. 2025 - 26  Season Review 
Far NW Area
Deer in town around Kinlochbervie were sometimes a problem and sometimes not. There was pro-active management of numbers, and a local contact point, but the problem was difficult to overcome with some animals habituated to using the area, and many visitors being happy to see them.
Keoldale would be reducing their hind cull to 45 animals this year, in line with their population calculations. They had a good working relationship with JMT.
The Regional Partnership had been speaking to local communities about a range of issues, and management of deer was a subject which came up regularly, so there is a bit of a community focus on this now.
 
South Area
Red deer populations in this area were transitory and very much dependent on what was taking place elsewhere. Sika numbers were more significant, and regular counts were providing for a better evidence base from which culling decisions could be made. It was difficult to reduce numbers when there was a big sika population in nearby Dalchork, and also further south. Objectives therefore have to be realistic in that area.

North East – Strathnaver
There was a very significant cull from the Strathnaver side of the DMG this season past, with the adjacent estates all contributing as well as over 400 animals being removed from the strath itself. The crofters had a new arrangement which was working well. Deer numbers appeared to have reduced but some crofters still felt that there were more deer than they wanted, so arrangements would continue.
The adjacent properties however had very little in the way of stag stalking for guests, with Syre/ North Lochnaver not having any animals, and Achnabourin only a small number. It was difficult to justify a lease based on what was now available.
A Nature Scot drone count had been postponed due to unsuitable weather conditions,  but it is hoped to undertake this as soon as possible, and feed back to those involved and the DMG.
North East-  Rest
Tongue reported deer in poor condition, with seemingly low recruitment this year, and fewer deer on the ground. Mortality appeared to be higher as well. They plan to count this summer. 
FLS had fixed their boundary fences around Borgie Forest.
Altnaharra were not able to hold on to numbers of stags, despite reducing hind densities, and were continuing to lose animals to the north. Although they had culled 17 stags in 2025, the majority of those were marauders in and around the village, and they were not getting any commercial value from them.
Wildland were still getting more deer than they were anticipating, although cull numbers were broadly in line with those discussed before the season. Their sika numbers appeared to be reducing now.
Foinaven area
Gualin was the only property present for meeting. Their cull was fairly modest, in line with likely population across the area which had been reduced in previous 2-3 years. 
All areas had broadly achieved their target culls over 2025-26 season.
		
8. Season 2026-27
Hind cull targets
The default position was that properties should try to repeat 2025-26 cull, unless there was a reason to do something different.
In the Far NW area, Keoldale would reduce their hind cull to 45 animals in line with their plan. Others would remain the same.
In the South, there was an expectation that sika culls will increase. Red deer were more transitory, and very difficult to forecast what might be possible.
The Strathnaver properties would try to maintain their cull levels. Within the strath itself, it was very difficult to judge as the previous season had been high, and it was not known whether it would be possible to repeat this or not.
Wildland Ltd were developing an extensive woodland creation project on Ben Loyal (see below) and that would require a tighter focus on deer culls there, over and above what has already been taking place in recent years.
Altnaharra would be looking to maintain a fairly high hind cull for another year to try and reduce density and create some space for stags to stay on the property, although this was proving to be very difficult giving the draw to adjacent ground.
In the Foinavon area, culls in line with the previous season were to be expected.


9. Project Updates
Wildland Ltd would be taking forward a very significant woodland creation project on Ben Loyal. The exact site and location were still being developed, but the 3 million trees reported implied a scheme of c 2000 ha +, which would be unfenced. Funding from the Forestry Grant Scheme was being pursued, but it was possible Wildland may fund it themselves. The implication is that deer management would need to be much tighter still than it has been in recent years, and Wildland were anticipating taking on more staff to develop this. This would be a major project within the DMG area, with significant implications for neighbouring properties. The DMG would be consulted when appropriate detail had been developed.
Altnaharra were looking to take forward some areas of peatland restoration.
Shinness were planting trees along side the River Tirry, and would be looking to removing Western Hemlock from some of their plantations.
The NW2045 initiative was looking to develop a skills academy. The Common Ground gathering at Achfary had highlighted the lack of confidence in many stalkers to contribute to meetings effectively, and they were looking to develop some skills training around this.
They were also looking at an adult Hill to Grill initiative to be taken forwards in the Coigach area.

SQWV/ Scottish Venison presentation
John Forteith gave a brief presentation on these two merged organizations of which he was Chair, with a view to trying to raise their profile and get some new members in the north, where uptake was currently very low. John lived locally, and was well placed to visit and advise people.
SQWV was now more than 20 years old, and it had been recently redeveloped to be more much more streamlined, with more focus on attracting smaller operators. Information on SQWV can be found at: https://www.sqwv.co.uk/ 

There were currently c 150 members, covering c 50% of the wild venison production in Scotland or 70,000 carcasses annually.

There were currently three levels of activity within the scheme: (1) Estate producers, (2) micro- processors, and (3) An independent stalker scheme for those operating in the lowlands.

Venison price was low, effectively controlled by the small number of processors. It was difficult to shift from this position. Three main processors were now SQWV accredited, and Tesco were becoming interested in venison sales, so the potential for higher market demand and therefore price was certainly there. It was not possible to bolt on SQWV to other farm quality assurance schemes. However, inspections were now much more straightforward and effective than they had been previously, and levels of non compliance were very low.
JF is very keen to set up a local workshop in the area to try and develop more local demand for the scheme, and would welcome the opportunity to include a community angle in that. He can be contacted through the website above.



10. ADMG Update
ADMG had put a great deal with effort in to trying to influence the passage of the Natural Environment Bill, and were taking a particular interest in Section 6ZB, the review of the Code of Practice, and changes to occupiers rights. There was also a new right to request action, and a register for authorized persons who undertook unaccompanied stalking.
All NWS members were encouraged to apply for small business relief in relation to sporting rates. One property had had difficultly in obtaining exemption, despite their deer management being focused on control of numbers only. TC would liaise with them to try and resolve this.

11. Nature Scot Report
There had been a good woodland HIA event at East Overscaig. Thank you to Andrew Spence for hosting. The timeframe for taking forward measures from the Natural Environment Bill was not yet clear, but should become apparent shortly now that the election was over. There was no information yet on occupiers right, which might be very relevant to the NWS area.
Changes to the licencing system for heather burning will come in this summer for the season ahead. A point was made that current processes did not work very well at all, and were not really fit for purpose or useful to people wanting to do things in the rights way.
With regards to peatland restoration, there was funding now available to remove sitka spruce regeneration as part of an overall moorland management plan. There was a much tighter focus now on deer impacts on “restored” peatland sites.
There had been a number of incentive schemes ongoing this season past in different parts of the country, including in the two national parks, and there is likely to be a review of those to establish how successful or otherwise they have been.
The point was made that the various changes to authorizations, encouraging culling over a longer part of the year, was not helping the venison sector in their efforts to reassure the public about the quality of the production offer.
Nature Scot funding for SCM monitoring had been reduced by 90% in this area, so there would be no monitoring on Foinavon in 2026.

12. AOCB
VC had been asked if the DMG had a wild fire plan, and whether essential contact details could be collated for this purpose. It was noted than SFRS already asked properties to confirm details to them on an annual basis, and therefore, was anything more required.  After the Dava Moor fires in summer 2025, there was some concern around whether properties should declare if they helicopter insurance or not, and that there were problems in asking for this information. VC/TC to investigate options for NWS DMG and whether there was any benefit in doing any more than members currently did.

13. Date of Next Meeting
The autumn meeting would take place on Wed 18th November, 2 pm in Lairg Community Centre. Thank you to Annette Parrott for booking the hall and excellent catering arrangements as usual.
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